Ethical decision-making by students in physical and occupational therapy.
The professions of physical therapy (PT) and occupational therapy (OT) progressively have expanded their scope of responsibility, and practitioners often are placed in positions in which ethical decisions must be made. Few studies have reported the level of moral development and the effects of education on ethical decision making in PT or OT students. This research study was designed to determine the impact of the educational programs at the University of New Mexico (UNM) in PT and OT on the moral reasoning of the students as measured by the Defining Issues Test (DIT). The longitudinal design of this study followed two consecutive classes in each program (N = 94; 58 PT students and 36 OT students) from entry until graduation approximately 2 years later. The subjects completed a demographic survey and the DIT on the first day of class and again during their final semester (OT) or at graduation (PT). A factorial analysis of covariance was used to examine the effects of a professional degree program (PT and OT) and time (ENTRY and EXIT), after adjusting for the effects of age. The mean P score for this sample was between 45 and 46, which is within range for college and professional students. There was a significant relationship between age and the P score of the DIT. There were no significant differences between PT and OT students or between the entering and the exiting scores for either group of students. Based on the results of this study, these educational programs do not seem to be facilitating moral development in these students. The baseline level of moral development and the skills that PT and OT students use when making ethical decisions need to be established. Additional research is recommended with a larger sample size, including students in other locations. To optimize clinical practice, students must be taught how to make ethical as well as clinical judgments. Therapists must be capable of functioning in the changing health care environment, now and in the future. If the disciplines of PT and OT expect to graduate students who meet this challenge, the educational programs must take the responsibility for evaluating students and implementing curricula that facilitate ethical decision making.